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Abstract 
Ever since ancient times, emotions have been studied and intrigued the scientists. In this article, we set out to see how 
perspectives upon the concept of emotions have changed over time and according to each approach. We briefly discuss about 
two major Greek philosophers, Plato and Aristotles, move on to more recent times with Descartes and Darwin, change the 
pace again with Sartre as the representative of phenomenology and end up with the cognitivists' approach presented by Johson 
and Laird, Lazarus, Frijda and Ellis, with the main focus on Ellis’ ABC model based on the Rational Emotive Behavior 
Theory.   
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Our main objective was to show that, viewed from a historical perspective, the development of the Rational 
Emotive Behavior Theory (REBT) can be systemized around three topics: (a) the relation soul-emotion; (b) the 
relation body-brain-mind-emotion; (c) the relation cognition-emotion. We believe that the cognitive perspective 
that REBT has emerged from can be condensed into a new explanatory model, based on the relationship between 
emotion and cognition. Starting with figure 1 that highlighted the historical evolution of emotions and REBT, we 
have investigated the importance of emotions as a fundamental concept in psychology. Ultimately, the idea is that 
REBT draws its inspiration from many of the subsiding theories presented here.  
1. Emotions in ancient philosophy  
Psychological interest in the ancient theories of emotions focuses mainly on the teachings of Plato and 
Aristotle. Plato develops a faculty psychology with three distinct and independent components: the rational 
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(immortal), the courageous (emotional or spirited) and the appetitive. In accordance with this view emotions are 
non-rational elements of the soul. Desire and emotion must be subordinate to reason in order to achieve moral 
principles and future goals. Plato's view of the tripartite soul is a starting point to explore the relationship 
between emotions and thought.  
In Aristotelian philosophy the emotions had three functions: amplifying any existing tendency, provide a 
motive for acting and influence how people perceive things (Hergenhahn, 2000). The link between perception 
and emotion is explored in two directions. On the one hand emotions resulted from the evaluation of the 
importance of environmental stimuli to one’s well-being. On the other hand emotion and moral reasoning are 
regarded as internally related. Moral wisdom (practical knowledge) requires developing the right emotion, suited 
to the appropriate situation (Spackman, 1999). Like Aristotle, Stoic and Epicurean philosophers understood 
emotions as fundamentally socio-moral constructs. This approach is often presented as the first embryonic form 
of cognitive model of emotions. Unlike the modern psychological theories these philosophical approaches 
explored the emotional life using a different language proper to metaphysical inquiry. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. The historical evolution of emotions and REBT 
2. The modern approach 
From the philosophy of soul to the modern philosophy of mind, the theories of emotions must take into 
account new challenges: the interaction between mind and body and the subjective experience. This 
transformation paved the way for emotion research in psychology.  
Descartes's mind-body dualism provides a mechanistic explanation of human body functions in producing 
emotions. Within the Cartesian framework the passions are caused by animal spirits flowing from the pineal 
gland. Descartes’s explanation of perception and nervous reaction was followed by new approaches: 
physiological theories of emotions (peripheral and central theories of emotions). James (1884) and Lange (1885) 
develop the first traditional peripheral theory of emotions. The theory stimulated the physiological research to 
find objective terminology that will allow experimental confirmation. Between 1915 and 1932, first Cannon and 
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then Bard criticized the idea of differentiation of emotion in autonomic nervous system. They proposed central 
theories of emotions focused on the relationships between neural structures and emotional response.  
The evolutionary approach to emotion inspired by Charles Darwin highlights the continuity of emotional 
expression across species and the functionality of emotions in the process of adaptation. From this point on until 
present day, the evolutionary approach became more complex and involved a number of psychological and 
biological concepts: reinforcement, neurophysiological processes (Rolls, 1990), cognitive evaluations, subjective 
changes, neural impulses (Plutchik 1962, 2001). In 1994, Nesse and Williams asserted that emotions adjust 
cognition, physiology, subjective experience and behaviour so that the organism can respond effectively to the 
specific situations. 
3. The phenomenological approach 
Regarding the subjective character of emotional experience, the phenomenological perspective brings into 
question the qualitative dimension of the emotion. Jean Paul Sartre considers that emotion provides us with a way 
of apprehending and transforming the world (Strongman, 2003). The phenomenological approaches to the topic 
of emotion attempt to conceptualise the qualitative richness in human experience. The views of Hillman (1960) 
and Fell (1977) follow this path.  
4. The cognitive approach 
The mind-body problem recurred in cognitive psychology as the relationship between emotion and cognition. 
In the last years, several cognitive theories attempted to describe the ways in which thinking, planning, and action 
interact with the physiological and neurological processes that arise when an emotion is experienced. According 
to Oatley and Johnson-Laird, in the human cognitive system, emotions depend on two types of communication: 
propositional (symbolic and denotative) and non-propositional (simple and causal or of emotional nature). The 
non-propositional type of communication moves the entire system of modules into a state of increased attention: 
emotion mode. Lazarus (1991) provides a relational, motivational, cognitive theory of emotion. According to 
him, emotions result from the cognitive appraisal of the interaction between an individual and his environment 
relative to the individual's motivations. Frijda (1993) proposed two categories of appraisal: the first one is 
concerned with judging the emotional meaning of an event, and the second is concerned with evaluating the 
resulting emotion (Strongman, 2003). 
5. The Rational Emotive Behavior Theory 
And we arrive to the last approach upon emotions and cognitions, as it is viewed by the Rational Emotive 
Behavior Theory (REBT). From this point of view, emotions are clearly controlled and determined by cognitions 
and by the interpretation we give to the external or internal events that trigger these cognitions (Ellis, 1962). 
REBT is part of the larger family of cognitive behavioral theories, along with other forms of therapies and 
counseling, such as cognitive therapy (CT), developed by Aaron Beck or cognitive behavioral changes (CBC) 
developed by David Meichenbaum. The basic assumptions of these approaches are: (1) our emotions are 
determined not by events, but rather by the way we interpret these events; (2) the cognitions we use to interpret 
these events can be identified and (3) once identified, these cognitions can be changed, if necessary, through 
specific psychological techniques, so that they become more adaptive.  
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6. The ABC Model 
In REBT, rational refers to everything that helps an individual reach his/her goals (is pragmatic), respects 
logic (is flexible) and respects reality (is realistic). At the base of this theory, with major implications both for 
therapy and education, is the ABC model (figure 2), called this way for its’ correspondence with the first letters 
of the alphabet. Letter A stands for the “activating event”, which only triggers the event, without determining it. 
B stands for the “beliefs” and ideas about the event. These beliefs can be rational or irrational. And C stands for 
the emotional or behavioral consequences determined by beliefs. The theory claims that the individuals with 
rational beliefs will experience positive or negative functional emotions, while those with an irrational thinking 
pattern will experience negative dysfunctional emotions (Ellis, 1978). The positive and negative functional 
emotions are considered normal. The problems usually appear when the individuals experience negative 
dysfunctional emotions, which are highly maladaptive.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. The ABC Model. 
From Fig. 1, it  becomes clear the fact that the link is from B to C and not from A to C. In other words, the 
beliefs (B) are the ones determining the consequences (C), while the events (A) are only triggers for the 
consequences. And this can be easily shown and proved by any of the following situations: 
 If the same event were to determine an emotion, then this would be an absolute rule like gravity, and everyone 
should react the same way. For instance, when hearing that a famous singer would perform in a concert, all 
men should feel the same and have the same emotion. We know for certain that there will be a large set of 
emotions, ranging from indifference to excite. Some will be unmoved by that news, probably because they 
never heard of that singer or simply because they don’t like the way he/she sings. Others will be thrilled about 
it, because they love that music and resonate with the singer. And this is due not to the event (which is 
identical for everyone) but to the interpretation that everyone gives to that event. 
 The same person can react different, in different moments in time. For example, the bad grade a student 
receives at a certain moment can be seen as awful, and years later it can be perceived as simply an unpleasant 
situation and nothing more. And the difference is given by the interpretation of that event: one might say it is 
the end of the world for receiving that bad grade, or might argue that, although unpleasant, it is certainly not 
the end of the world and will successfully overcome the situation.  
 Dysfunctional emotions come from three main irrational beliefs: (1) towards self, (2) towards others and (3) 
towards life. The beliefs referring to one self are very categorical and leave no room for exception. Such an 
example would be “I must be perfect in everything that I do and gain everyone’s approval, or else I am 
worthless”. From such a conviction we can see the dogmatic aspect (“perfect in everything I do”) and the 
global evaluation (“worthless person”). The beliefs towards others can be expressed like this: “The others 
must always treat me with the respect I desire and deserve, or else they should be punished”. Again, we see 
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the categorical aspect of the statement (“always”) and the alternative (“or else they should be punished”). And 
the third belief refers to the world and life in general: “Life must be perfect, so that I get everything I wish for 
and avoid everything I don’t like”. Obviously, this is naive and it does not correspond to the objective reality, 
thus proving the irrational character of the belief.  
These three evaluative cognitions can lead to a series of irrational beliefs such as catastrophic thinking, lack of 
frustration tolerance, global evaluation or self/other blaming. Catastrophic thinking refers to the unfair evaluation 
of certain events of situations and exaggerating them. Lack of frustration tolerance can appear in the form of a 
too low frustration tolerance or, on the contrary, too high. In other words, the individuals cannot either tolerate 
real or imaginary events or they end up tolerating them too much. Global evaluation occurs when the context is 
disregarded and there is a critical and unjust attitude towards others, self and life. Blaming others or oneself for 
anything that does not correspond to the objective reality is another form of attitude based on irrational beliefs.  
Once the ABC is identified, one might pass to the disputing (D) of the irrational beliefs, in order to make them 
more flexible, so that the individuals think in less rigid terms and experience more adaptive and functional 
emotions. And last but not least, the efficiency stage (E), which means finding the best solutions to the 
individuals’ problems. After all, the purpose of the REBT is to help individuals live a fulfilling life.  
7. To conclude… 
So what is the take home conclusion after this journey into the world of emotions? First of all, we still have 
difficulties in defining precisely the emotions. Yet we learn everyday more and more about them, and the 
ultimate purpose should be to understand the role the emotions play in the individuals’ adaptation to life and 
living a harmonious life with others and themselves. And as for the connection between the emotions and 
cognitions, one aspect is perfectly clear. They are intimately connected, so tight that it is almost impossible to 
define one concept without referring to the other.  
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